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Chapter 1: Welcome to the Ghost Bunker
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The chopper blades tore through the atmosphere like jagged screams, drowning out every coherent thought I tried to cling to. The vibrations rattled up my spine, through my bones, until my teeth ached from holding them together. Outside the small window, the world passed beneath us in a haze of burnt earth, fractured ridgelines, and the faded remnants of a war everyone claimed had ended. But they were wrong. The war wasn’t over. Not here. Not for the men I was being sent to treat. And not for me.

The pilot didn’t speak. He barely looked at me. His hands moved with the muscle memory of someone who’d done this far too many times to care anymore. His face was hardened, clean-shaven yet deeply creased, like even his skin had given up trying to forget what it had seen. That silence? It told me more than words ever could.

I tightened the straps on my pack and stared ahead, willing my heart to slow. My orders were simple: deploy to the designated coordinates, assess the psychological status of the Ghost Bunker squad, report findings weekly to Command. But the subtext was louder than the chopper’s roar. This wasn’t a mission of healing. It was surveillance. And maybe, if I was lucky, survival.

The moment the chopper began its descent, my breath caught. Beneath us, buried within a jagged crescent of rock and dust, was the bunker. A seamless integration of architecture and deception. You wouldn’t see it unless you knew exactly where to look. A single steel hatch, like a mouth cut into the mountain, yawned open as the chopper touched down with a violent jolt that rattled my organs.

I stepped out into the heavy heat, the sun already swallowed by the cliffs. The chopper didn’t linger. It lifted within seconds, the downdraft whipping my coat around my knees. And then it was gone. No wave goodbye. No last look. Just me, the bunker, and the uncomfortable weight of classified secrets settling into my gut like lead.

The door ahead hissed and groaned, sliding open with a mechanical reluctance. A man stood in the threshold—tall, broad, built like a wall of flesh and stone. His uniform was immaculate, but his eyes told a story written in blood. He didn’t smile. He didn’t move. Just studied me like a threat.

“You’re the new doc.” It wasn’t a question.

“Dr. Rowan Black,” I replied. My voice didn’t waver. Not outwardly.

He stepped aside without acknowledging my name. “Come on. Don’t fall behind.”

The hallway swallowed me whole.

Inside, the bunker was colder than I expected. Not temperature-wise, but atmospherically. The air carried the scent of iron, gun oil, and the subtle undertone of sweat and stress—sharp, lingering, almost intimate. The walls were reinforced steel, lit by flickering strips of yellowed light that gave the place the ambiance of a forgotten tomb.

“Rules are simple,” the man said without glancing back. “Don’t go where you’re not invited. Don’t touch what isn’t yours. Don’t ask questions you don’t want answered.”

“And if I do?” I asked.

He chuckled once, a sound devoid of humor. “Then make sure your affairs are in order.”

We turned a corner, passed a door labeled ARMORY, another marked RECREATION, and a third that simply read OBSERVATION. I caught shadows behind some of the reinforced glass—movements that weren’t human in the way that peacekeepers or medics were human. These were predators, pacing within the confines of their cages, eyes gleaming with something primal. I felt it immediately. These weren’t soldiers. These were men who’d become weapons.

“They don’t talk to outsiders,” the man said. “But you’re not supposed to be an outsider, are you?”

I didn’t answer. Not because I didn’t have a response—but because anything I said would’ve been wrong.

We stopped at a door labeled MEDICAL. It hissed as it opened, revealing a sterile space with outdated equipment and dust dancing in the filtered overhead light. It looked like no one had been here in months. Possibly years.

“This is your territory now,” he said. “They’ll come to you. Or not. Either way, keep your head down.”

“And you are?” I asked as he turned to leave.

He paused. “You can call me Sergeant Riker. Everyone else does. Not that anyone’s asking for names around here.”

He was gone before I could respond. The door sealed shut behind him with a pneumatic sigh, and I was alone.

I walked the room, taking inventory. Supplies were sparse. The examination table was scratched. The files were all redacted. There was a cot in the corner, small and utilitarian. I ran my hand over the surface of the desk and felt the grit under my fingertips. This place wasn’t built for comfort. It was built for containment.

There were no windows.

No clocks.

Time here would stretch and bleed until the days were unrecognizable.

I unpacked my bag, laid out my tools, checked the power sources, and activated the terminal. My clearance let me into only the base logs—deployment orders, rotation schedules, supply deliveries. Nothing about the men themselves. No psych profiles. No medical histories. Nothing that would help me prepare.

The only thing I did know was that there were three of them. Three soldiers. Three shadows. Each with a reputation so soaked in blood that even the black-ink reports couldn’t fully sanitize what they’d done. They were ghosts in every sense—killed too many, lost too much, and refused to come back from the brink.

And I was supposed to fix them.

The first night passed in silence. No one came. No knocks. No calls. I tried to sleep, but the quiet here was too loud. Every groan of the pipes, every click of unseen gears, sounded like a prelude to something I wasn’t ready to face.

The next morning, I found a note slid under my door. No envelope. Just a strip of paper, folded once, written in block letters:

“Don’t touch the scars unless you want to bleed.”

There was no signature.

My fingers trembled slightly as I refolded the note and slipped it into my jacket pocket.

That day, I roamed the halls under the pretense of “orientation,” even though no one welcomed me. I caught glimpses—an outline behind a smoked-glass door, a pair of boots too large for regulation, a shadow that lingered too long before vanishing into the darkness. I didn’t see their faces. But I felt them. Watching.

Waiting.

They were letting me in just enough to feel their presence. To remind me this was their territory. I was the outsider, the anomaly. The enemy.

Still, I didn’t leave.

That night, when I returned to my quarters, the cot had been moved six inches from the wall. My toothbrush was broken in half. My notebook had a single word scrawled on the first page: “Run.”

But I didn’t.

I sat on the edge of the cot, stared at the steel ceiling, and whispered the words I hadn’t dared say aloud since I signed up for this: “I’m not here to cure you. I’m here because someone still thinks you’re human. And until I see otherwise... I’m going to treat you like it.”

The lights flickered, the air tightened, and somewhere beyond the walls, I heard a laugh.

Low.

Dark.

And far too close.
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Chapter 2: The Men I Was Warned About
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The next morning began without sunrise. Down here, the idea of daylight was just a myth you remembered from another life. In the bunker, time didn’t move forward—it sat still, simmering beneath steel walls and echoing corridors. I woke to the shrill buzz of the ventilation system kicking on, a reminder that everything I needed to survive came from machines. Even the air.

I sat up slowly, feeling the bruises of restless sleep. I hadn’t dreamt, or if I had, I didn’t remember. What I did remember was the note. I pulled it from the pocket of my jacket, the paper now creased from how many times I’d unfolded and refolded it. “Don’t touch the scars unless you want to bleed.” My fingers brushed over the ink. The handwriting was clean. Precise. Aggressive in its intent. Someone wanted me afraid.

It didn’t work.

I slid the note back into its hiding place and began my routine: check supplies, log the previous day’s events—though there was nothing to report yet—and file my standard mental health self-assessment. It was protocol. Even here, where protocol felt like a cruel joke. I was required to submit daily notes on my own psychological state. Not for my benefit, of course, but for theirs. In case I broke before they did.

The hall outside my room was dim and empty. I walked slowly, heels clicking softly against the concrete floor, echoing in the silence like whispered confessions. The bunker felt alive in a way buildings shouldn’t—its walls humming with unseen energy, its temperature shifting by degrees like it was testing me, waiting to see how long I’d last.

I made my way to the briefing room. Riker had mentioned it in passing, told me I’d find the logs there. What he hadn’t told me was that it was also the only place with surveillance feeds from the rest of the compound. Not full coverage—no one got full coverage here—but glimpses. Pieces of a puzzle no one wanted me to finish.

The room was deserted. A long table scarred with years of fist-pounding and cigarette burns sat in the center. On the far wall, several grainy monitors showed static shots from different parts of the bunker. Some were dark. Others flickered to life just long enough to reveal shadows moving where they shouldn’t.

I stared at the screen labeled GYM and saw a man standing alone, shirtless, drenched in sweat. His back was to the camera. Muscles tense and shifting under skin that bore more scars than I could count. He wasn’t lifting weights. He wasn’t training. He was just standing there. Still. As if the act of not moving took more effort than anything else. His hands were clenched into fists at his sides, and for a moment, I thought he might be praying. Or remembering. Or trying to forget.

Another monitor showed the common area—a couch, a table, a couple of chairs that looked like they’d seen better days. A man sat on the edge of the couch, elbows on his knees, face in his hands. His body trembled, just barely, like he was holding back something volcanic. Rage. Grief. Maybe both.

The last monitor was black. No signal. Labeled: QUARTERS - HAWK. The name rang in my ears, too sharp to be ignored.

I didn’t know their names officially, but I’d heard whispers in the static of the files. Nicknames like brands burned into flesh. Hawk. Ghost. Vex. Not chosen. Given. Earned in blood.

They weren’t men in the traditional sense anymore. They were creatures of war—crafted, honed, released. And now, contained.

I didn’t see Riker that morning. No one came to brief me. No one acknowledged my presence. The message was clear: if I wanted to understand them, I’d have to go to them.

So I did.

I started with the gym.

The hallway leading there was longer than I remembered, lined with shuttered doors and faded directives. The silence was thick. My own breathing felt too loud.

I paused at the gym door, hand hovering over the latch. Then I pushed.

The room hit me with heat and the raw scent of exertion. It was bigger than I expected, with equipment that looked like it had been repurposed from torture devices. Steel bars. Weighted ropes. Sandbags slashed open and leaking grit onto the floor.

He was there.

The man from the monitor.

He turned slowly when I entered, and it felt like a tide shifting, something massive and invisible drawing breath beneath the surface. He was tall—easily over six feet—with broad shoulders and a body sculpted by necessity, not vanity. His eyes met mine, and for a second, I forgot how to breathe. Pale gray. Storm-swept. Unforgiving.

“Lost, Doc?” he asked, voice low and rough, like gravel dragged across steel.

“No,” I said, stepping in fully. “I came to meet the team.”

He looked at me like I was either stupid or suicidal. “We’re not a team.”

“You’re soldiers.”

He scoffed. “We’re ghosts.”

“Then I guess I’m your exorcist.”

Something flickered behind his eyes. Not amusement. Not yet. But recognition, maybe. That I wasn’t afraid. That I wasn’t going to run.

He turned back to the punching bag and threw a hit so hard it sounded like a gunshot. The bag swung violently on its chain, and I felt the impact in my bones.

“I’m not here to fix you,” I said. “I’m here to understand what’s left.”

“Nothing’s left,” he muttered.

“That’s not true. You’re still here.”

He paused, knuckles pressed against the leather of the bag, breath heavy. “Only because they haven’t figured out how to kill me yet.”

I didn’t answer. Not with words. I stepped closer, into the orbit of his pain. His scars were visible even in the dim light. Across his shoulders. Down his ribs. One ran from the base of his neck to his lower back, jagged and deep.

“Was that one earned or given?” I asked, nodding to the scar.

He didn’t turn. “Does it matter?”

“It does to me.”

He looked at me again, slower this time. Searching. Measuring. Then, without a word, he walked past me and out of the gym.

That was how I met Ghost.

The next encounter came later, in the mess hall. I wasn’t eating. I was observing. Taking notes I’d later destroy. That was the thing about truth here—it was only safe when it didn’t exist on paper.

The man sat alone at a table in the far corner, food untouched. He was leaner than Ghost, with sharper features and an expression carved from something colder than stone. His hair was dark, cut short, and his fingers drummed a pattern on the table that made no musical sense.

I approached slowly, deliberately.

He didn’t look up.

“Mind if I sit?” I asked.

“Do I have a choice?”

I sat.

“I’m Dr. Black.”

He finally looked at me. Eyes like obsidian. Hollow. “You’re the latest offering.”

“That what they call me?”

“That’s what you are.”

“And you are?”

“Vex.”

His voice was quiet. Controlled. But there was something underneath—something that warned me not to trust the calm.

“You don’t seem thrilled to see me,” I said.

He laughed. A single sharp sound. “We’re not here for your amusement, Doc.”

“I’m not here for amusement. I’m here because someone thinks you’re still worth something.”

His gaze hardened. “Then someone’s a fool.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I’ve never been good at listening to fools.”

He tilted his head, curious now. “You’re not scared of me.”

“Not yet.”

His smile was slight, but real. “You will be.”

He stood and left his food behind.

That was how I met Vex.

The last encounter didn’t happen until midnight.

I was in my quarters, reading a report that said absolutely nothing useful, when the lights flickered. And then he was there.

No knock. No sound.

Just Hawk.

He stood in the doorway like a shadow given form—tall, coiled, lethal. His hair was longer than regulation, tied back. His eyes were unreadable. And he didn’t speak.

Not at first.

He just stared.

“You came to me,” I said, voice steady.

Silence.

“I’ve been waiting to meet you.”

Still nothing.

Then, finally, his voice, quiet and sharp. “Don’t look for what’s buried.”

“I’m not afraid of the dark.”

He stepped into the room. Close enough that I could smell leather, sweat, and something darker.

“I am,” he said.

And then he was gone.

That was how I met Hawk.
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